
installing child safety seats

safety



Resources

The National Highway Traffic Safety Administration •	
(NHTSA) rates child safety seats on how easy they are to 
properly install. For more information, visit www.nhtsa.gov 
and click on “Ease Of Use Ratings.”

A certified child passenger safety technician can check •	
your installation and answer questions. To find a technician 
or an inspection station near you, go to www.nhtsa.dot.
gov/cps/cpsfitting/index.cfm.

If your child’s safety seat has been in a vehicle that was •	
involved in a crash, check your child safety seat manu-
facturer’s recommendations for replacement, or call the 
toll-free number on the side of the child safety seat. Most 
car seat instruction booklets as of May 2004 continue  
to recommend child safety seats be replaced if they have  
been involved in a car crash. For more information, visit  
the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration 
(NHTSA) at www.nhtsa.gov.

For information on state child restraint laws, visit the •	
following Web sites. 

The National Highway Traffic Safety Administration •	
(NHTSA) www.nhtsa.gov/people/injury/airbags/ 
OccupantProtectionFacts/appendixc.htm

The Insurance Institute For Highway Safety (IIHS)  •	
www.iihs.org/laws/state_laws/restrain2.html

Child safety seats are required by law in every state because 
they provide the best protection for infants and young children. 
However, correctly installing a child safety seat can be challenging, 
especially with the wide variety of restraint systems, vehicle belt 
systems and passenger vehicles available on the market today.

selecting and installing a child safety seat 

It is important to remember these guidelines. 

It must be appropriate for your child’s age, height and •	
weight.

It must fit tightly into your vehicle. •	 the back seat is the 
best place for the child safety seat.

Read the child safety seat instructions as well as your •	
vehicle’s instructions for information on installing the child 
safety seat. Keep both sets of instructions in your glove 
compartment for future reference.

Avoid seats that are too old. Check with the manufacturer •	
to find out how long they recommend using the child safety 
seat.
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This publication is not medical, safety, legal, tax, or investment advice. It is only a general overview of the subject presented. The USAA Educational Foundation,  
a nonprofit organization, does not provide professional services for financial, accounting or legal matters. Consult your tax and legal advisers regarding your specific 
situation. Information in this publication could be time sensitive and may be outdated. The Foundation does not endorse or promote any commercial supplier, 
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1child RestRaint Recommendations

infants toddlers older children

Children under age 13 are safest when properly restrained in the back seat. Keep children rear-facing as long as possible. Always 
refer to the child safety seat instructions and vehicle manufacturer’s instructions for weight limits, proper use and installation.

■  Until at least 1 year 
old and at least 20 
pounds. If a child 
reaches 20 pounds 
before his first birthday, 
it is recommended the 
child remain rear-facing 
until he turns 1 year old. 

■ Until at least  
     1 year old

■ More than  
     20 pounds         
     and less than  
     35 pounds

Over 1 year old  
and over 20  
pounds, up to  
approximately  
40 pounds 

Over 40 pounds,  
until at least  
8 years old, unless  
4 feet 9 inches tall

Vehicle seat belt

Convertible/
forward-facing/
high-back booster
with harness

Rear-facing  
convertible seat
designed for  
heavier infants

Infant seat only  
or rear-facing  
convertible seat

Rear-facing  
position only

Use belt-positioning 
booster seats with  
lap/shoulder belt  
combination only

Harness straps   
are at, or above,  
shoulder level

Harness straps 
are at, or below, 
shoulder level

5-point harnesses  
provide the best  
protection

Make sure the lap belt 
portion fits tight across 
the child’s upper thighs 
to avoid abdominal 
injuries

For information on state child restraint laws, visit the following Web sites:
The National Highway Traffic Safety Administration (NHTSA) www.nhtsa.dot.gov/people/injury/airbags/OccupantProtectionFacts/appendixc.htm
The Insurance Institute For Highway Safety (IIHS) www.iihs.org/laws/state_laws/restrain2.html

4 feet 9 inches  
or taller

Use lap and  
shoulder belt

The child’s back  
should be against 
the vehicle seat  
back with knees 
bent comfortably at 
the edge of the seat

Harness straps 
are at, or below, 
shoulder level

Do not place 
infants in the 
front seat  
of vehicles  
with air bags

Rear-facing  
position only

Forward-facing 
position

Forward-facing 
position

Belt-positioning
booster
(high-back or
no-back)

Forward-facing 
position

Do not place 
infants in the 
front seat  
of vehicles  
with air bags

Weight
and
age

type of 
seat

seat
Position

make
sure

Remember



✔

2 ReaR-facing infant seats — coRRect

Keep the harness chest clip level With the armpits

Harness straps on rear-facing infant seats should be at, or below, the 
shoulders.

Harness chest clip is positioned at the middle of the chest and is level  
with the armpits. This keeps the shoulder straps in the correct position.

Harness straps are snug, straight and flat.

Top of the child’s head should be no closer than one inch to the top  
of the shell.

✔

Position the  
infant seat at  

the correct angle

Rear-facing infant 
seat is positioned at 
an appropriate angle. 
Read the manufac-
turer’s instructions to 
determine the correct 
angle for your child’s 
infant seat to help 
ensure unobstructed 
breathing.

✔
Use foam noodle to get correct angle

If necessary, a rolled towel or foam noodles 
may be used at the crack of the vehicle seat 
to position most infant seats to the correct 
angle (approximately 45 degrees). Read the 
manufacturer’s instructions to determine the 
correct angle of the child safety seat and if the 
seat does not support the use of rolled towels or 
foam noodles. A rubber grip may be placed on 
the vehicle seat to protect the seat.

✔

✔

✔



3ReaR-facing infant seats — incoRRect

avoid the Upright angle

Rear-facing infant seat is positioned at an upright angle. This position could force a small 
child’s head to tilt forward and obstruct breathing. 

Correct: Read the manufacturer’s instructions to determine the correct angle of the restraint.

do not let the clip slip

Add-on product has forced the harness chest clip to slide 
out of position. An add-on product is anything that is at-
tached to the restraint that did not originally come with the 
restraint. These products are not regulated by the National 
Highway Traffic Safety Administration (NHTSA). Some 
add-on products may void the manufacturer’s warranty  
and liability. Some child safety seats provide shoulder pads 
that can be added to the shoulder straps. If used, the pads 
must be properly positioned on the child’s shoulders. Read 
the manufacturer’s instructions for proper use.

Correct: Harness chest clip should be at the middle of the 
chest and level with the armpits.

take Up the slack

Harness straps are loose and twisted. 

Correct: Keep harness straps snug, straight and flat.

Harness chest clip is not fastened. 

Correct: Harness chest clip should be fastened at the 
middle of the chest and level with the armpits.

✘

✘

✘

✘



4 ReaR-facing infant seats — coRRect

Use Rolled Receiving Blankets for support

Rolled receiving blankets on either side of the child’s head/neck provide support.  
Do not put rolled receiving blankets underneath the child’s head/neck. 

✔

Keep straps snug,  
straight and flat

Harness straps are snug, straight and flat. 

Harness chest clip is in the middle of the 
chest and level with the armpits.

Blanket is placed over the internal harness 
straps.

✔

✔

✔

close the gap

Harness straps on rear-facing infant seats are  
at, or below, the shoulders.

Harness straps are snug, straight and flat. 

Small blanket is inserted between the harness 
buckle and the child’s groin to provide additional 
support.

✔

✔

✔



5ReaR-facing infant seats — incoRRect

take the Wraps off

Blanket is between the child  
and the harness straps.

Correct: Remove bulky clothing 
or blankets before placing the 
child in the restraint system. 
Never place blankets under-
neath or behind the child, or  
inside the harness system.

✘

avoid seats that are too small

Child is too tall for the infant  
seat. The child’s head is above  
the top of the seat. 

Correct: Child should be moved  
into a rear-facing convertible seat.

Harness chest clip is too low. 

Correct: Harness chest clip should  
be at the middle of the chest and  
level with the armpits.

the toP of the child’s head shoUld Be at 
least 1 inch BeloW the toP of an infant seat.

✘

✘

never Place a Rear-facing seat in the  
forward-facing Position

Rear-facing infant seat is in the forward-facing position.

Correct: Children should ride rear-facing until they  
are at least 1 year old AND at least 20 pounds. If  
they reach 20 pounds before their first birthday, it  
is recommended they remain rear-facing until they  
turn 1 year old.

Harness chest clip is not fastened. 

Correct: Harness chest clip should be fastened at  
the middle of the chest and level with the armpits. 

childRen shoUld  
Ride ReaR-facing Un- 
til they aRe at least  
1 yeaR old and at least  
20 PoUnds. if they Reach 
20 PoUnds BefoRe theiR 
fiRst BiRthday, it is Rec-
ommended they Remain 
ReaR-facing Until they 
tURn 1 yeaR old. a con-
veRtiBle seat alloWs a 
child to Ride ReaR-facing 
Until he is 30–35 PoUnds.

✘

✘



6 ReaR-facing conveRtiBle seats — coRRect

Keep straps snug, straight and flat

Harness straps are snug, straight and flat.
 
Harness straps are at, or below, the shoulders.
 
Harness chest clip is at the middle of the chest  
and level with the armpits.

Position the safety seat  
at the correct angle

Child safety seat is positioned at an ap-
propriate angle. Read the manufacturer’s 
instructions to determine the correct angle 
for the child safety seat.

Harness chest clip is at the middle of the 
chest and level with the armpits.

Harness straps are snug, straight and flat.

Vehicle seat belt is in the correct belt path.

✔

✔

✔

✔

✔

✔

✔

a haRness chest 
cliP shoUld Be 
Positioned at the 
middle of the 
chest and level 
With the aRmPits. 
this KeePs the 
shoUldeR stRaPs 
in the coRRect 
Position.

a conveRtiBle seat can Be Used as a RePlace-
ment When the child oUtgRoWs the height 
and Weight Recommendations of an infant 
seat, BUt still needs to Ride ReaR-facing.



7ReaR-facing conveRtiBle seats — incoRRect

do not take the Wrong Path

Vehicle seat belt is in the wrong belt path for a rear-facing convertible seat.

Correct: Place seat belt in the correct belt path according to the manu-
facturer’s instructions.

Child seat is positioned at an upright angle. This position could force  
a younger child’s head to tilt forward and obstruct breathing.

Correct: Check the manufacturer’s recommendation to determine the  
correct angle for the child safety seat.

take Up the slack

Harness straps are loose, twisted and 
positioned too high above the shoulders. 

Correct: Adjust harness straps so that 
they are snug, straight and flat and are 
positioned at, or below, the shoulders.

Harness chest clip is not fastened.

Correct: Harness chest clip should be 
fastened at the middle of the chest and 
level with the armpits.

✘

✘

✘

✘

▼

some child safety seats  
PRovide shoUldeR Pads  
that can Be added to  
the shoUldeR stRaPs.  
if Used, the Pads mUst  
Be PRoPeRly Positioned  
on the child’s shoUldeRs. 
Read the manUfactUReR’s  
instRUctions foR PRoPeR Use.



8 foRWaRd-facing conveRtiBle seats — coRRect

Position straps at, or above, the shoulders

Harness straps on forward-facing child safety seats should be positioned  
at, or slightly above, the shoulders. Harness straps should be threaded through 
the reinforced slots.

Harness straps are snug, straight and flat.

Harness chest clip is at the middle of the chest and level with the armpits.

Mid-point of the back of the head is not above the top of the shell.

✔

✔

✔

✔

Keep straps snug, straight and flat 

Harness straps are snug, straight and flat. 

Harness straps are at, or above,  
the shoulders.

childRen shoUld Remain in a  
5-Point haRness system Until  
they aRe aPPRoximately 40 PoUnds.

✔

✔



9foRWaRd-facing conveRtiBle seats — incoRRect

do not let the clip slip

Harness chest clip is positioned too low.

Correct: Harness chest clip should be at 
the middle of the chest and level with the 
armpits.

Harness straps are loose. 

Correct: Harness straps should lay snug, 
straight and flat.

✘

✘

never let children Ride Unrestrained

Child is unrestrained without a harness strap.

Correct: Child should be properly restrained with harness 
straps. Most states require children under 4 years old to 
be properly restrained in an appropriate child safety seat.

Harness chest clip is not fastened. 

Correct: Harness chest clip should be fastened at the 
middle of the chest and level with the armpits.

Harness straps are loose. 

Correct: Harness straps should lay snug, straight and 
flat.

✘

✘

✘

some child safety seats PRovide shoUldeR Pads that can 
Be added to the shoUldeR stRaPs. if Used, the Pads mUst 
Be PRoPeRly Positioned on the child’s shoUldeRs. Read  
the manUfactUReR’s instRUctions foR PRoPeR Use.

▼



10 foRWaRd-facing seats — coRRect

combination seat

5-point harness is in the correct position. A 5-point harness seat must 
be secured to the vehicle.

Child is in a combination seat. A combination seat is a type of forward-
facing child restraint that is used with an internal harness system to 
secure a child up to 40 pounds, and then, with the removal of the 
internal harness, is used as a high-back belt positioning booster (BPB) 
seat. Read the manufacturer’s instructions for more information.

comBination seats cannot Be 
Used ReaR-facing.

almost all foRWaRd-facing 
child safety seats can Be Used 
foR a child Weighing BetWeen 
20 to 40 PoUnds. neWeR models 
have higheR Weight limits.

✔

some child safety seats PRovide shoUldeR Pads that can 
Be added to the shoUldeR stRaPs. if Used, the Pads mUst 
Be PRoPeRly Positioned on the child’s shoUldeRs. Read  
the manUfactUReR’s instRUctions foR PRoPeR Use.



11foRWaRd-facing seats — incoRRect

Remove internal harness When shoulders  
are above all harness slots

Harness straps are below the shoulders. 

Correct: Internal harness system should be removed and the restraint  
should be used as a belt-positioning booster with the vehicle lap/shoulder belt.

Position haRness stRaPs in a foRWaRd-
facing child safety seat at, oR aBove — 
not BeloW — the child’s shoUldeRs.

✘

▼

avoid seats that  
are too Big

Infant is too small for 
the convertible seat.

Correct: Infant should 
be in a rear-facing  
infant seat or rear-
facing convertible 
seat.

✘



12 Belt-Positioning BoosteR seats — coRRect

always Use the lap/shoulder Belt With Booster seats

Child is in a no-back booster secured by the vehicle lap/shoulder belt.  
The lap belt is snug across the child’s upper thighs and the shoulder  
belt is snug across the chest.

Child has head and neck protection with an adjustable head restraint.

a Belt-Positioning BoosteR seat 
shoUld Be Used Until a child is 
at least 8 yeaRs old, Unless the 
child is 4 feet 9 inches tall.

Child is in a high-back 
booster secured by the 
vehicle lap/shoulder 
belt. The lap belt is 
snug across the child’s 
upper thighs and the 
shoulder belt is snug 
across the chest.high-BacK and no-BacK BoosteR seats 

shoUld Be Used foR a child Who has 
oUtgRoWn a child safety seat With 
inteRnal haRnesses and is not tall 
enoUgh foR the vehicle seat Belt 
system.

laP Belt 
on UPPeR 
thighs

✔

✔

high-BacK BoosteR

no-BacK BoosteR

✔



13Belt-Positioning BoosteR seats — incoRRect

never Use Just the lap Belt With Booster seats

Child is restrained with a vehicle lap belt only. Children can be severely  
injured if not properly restrained in a lap/shoulder belt.

Correct: For upper body protection, a lap/shoulder belt should always  
be used with a booster.

Lap belt is on the child’s abdomen. Children can be severely injured  
if not properly restrained in a lap/shoulder belt.

Correct: Lap belt should fit securely on the child’s upper thighs in addition  
to using a shoulder belt. 

alWays Position the laP PoRtion of the vehicle seat 
Belt snUg acRoss the UPPeR thighs (Pelvic Bone) and 
the shoUldeR Belt snUg acRoss the chest.

do not allow children to Play With  
hard toys and other objects

Hard toys and other objects can become dangerous projectiles during hard 
braking and crash situations.

Correct: Use soft toys only.

Child is restrained with a vehicle lap belt only. Children can be severely  
injured if not properly restrained in a lap/shoulder belt.

Correct: For upper body protection, a lap/shoulder belt should always be  
used with a booster.

neveR Use PilloWs, toWels oR BooKs as a 
BoosteR seat — doing so can comPRomise 
yoUR child’s safety.

✘

✘

✘

✘

▼



14 seat Belt systems — coRRect

Keep the lap Belt low on the Upper thighs

Child is sitting straight against the back of the vehicle seat  
with his knees bent comfortably at the edge of the seat. 

The shoulder belt is snug across the chest and the vehicle  
lap belt fits snug and low over the upper thighs.

Child has head and neck protection with an adjustable head restraint.

childRen shoUld sit stRaight against the BacK of the vehicle seat With Knees 
Bent comfoRtaBly at the edge of the seat. the vehicle’s shoUldeR Belt shoUld  
fit snUg acRoss the chest and the laP Belt snUg and loW oveR the UPPeR thighs.

✔

✔

✔



15seat Belt systems — incoRRect

never Put a small child in a seat Belt

Child is too short to be in a vehicle lap/shoulder belt. The vehicle  
shoulder belt is under the child’s arm. This can cause serious injuries  
in a crash.

Correct: Child should be in a forward-facing seat with an internal harness.  
Only children who are tall enough (4 feet 9 inches tall) can fit properly in  
vehicle seat belts.

 

never Put a shoulder Belt  
Behind the Back

Vehicle shoulder belt is behind the child’s 
back. Children can be severely injured if not 
properly restrained in a lap/shoulder belt.

Correct: Shoulder belt should fit snug 
across the chest.

Lap belt is on the child’s abdomen.  
Children can be severely injured if  
not properly restrained in a lap/ 
shoulder belt.  

Correct: Lap belt should fit securely  
on the child’s upper thighs. 

alWays Position the laP 
PoRtion of the vehicle 
seat Belt acRoss the UP-
PeR thighs (Pelvic Bone) 
and the shoUldeR Belt 
snUg acRoss the chest.

✘

✘

✘



16 things to avoid

the “child crusher” Position

Lap-held child is unrestrained and in the front seat. This is the “child crusher” 
position.

Correct: Child should be properly restrained in the back seat. Never hold a child while 
riding in a vehicle.

a lack of Restraint

Child is unrestrained in the 
front seat and sitting too close 
to the dash and the air bag. 

Correct: Child should be 
properly restrained in the  
back seat.

Child is wearing a backpack.  

Correct: Children should 
never wear backpacks in the 
vehicle. Backpacks can limit 
the effectiveness of restraint 
systems.

childRen UndeR age 13 shoUld  
Be PRoPeRly RestRained  
in the BacK seat of the vehicle.

✘

✘

✘



17aiR Bags

air Bag 
deployment 

Zone

Keep children Under age 13 Properly Restrained  
in the Back seat

Rear-facing child safety seat is in the front seat directly in the air bag 
deployment zone. 

Correct: Child should be properly restrained in the back seat  
of the vehicle.

aiR Bags can caUse seRioUs inJURy  
oR death to childRen, esPecially  
infants in ReaR-facing child safety  
seats. childRen UndeR age 13 shoUld  
Be PRoPeRly RestRained in the BacK  
seat of the vehicle. 

Forward-facing child safety seat is in the air bag 
deployment zone. 

Correct: Child should be properly restrained in the 
back seat of the vehicle.

✘

✘

▼



18 WaRning laBels

seat Belt

Vehicle seat belt 
system with an air 
bag warning label.

♦

child safety seat

Child safety seat 
with an air bag 
warning label.

♦

aiR Bag WaRning 
laBels can Be in a 
vaRiety of locations.

vehicle visor

Vehicle visor with an air bag 
warning label.

♦

By laW, all RestRaint 
systems aRe ReqUiRed 
to have an aiR Bag 
WaRning laBel.



19loWeR anchoRs and tetheRs foR childRen (latch)

latch child safety seat attachment

LATCH is a vehicle safety seat attachment system that comes with 
some child safety seats. You do not need to use vehicle seat belts to 
secure the safety seat. However, unless both the vehicle and child 
safety seat have the LATCH system, you will need to use the vehicle 
seat belts to secure the child safety seat. 

All passenger vehicles, pickup trucks, minivans and child safety seats 
manufactured after September, 2002 are equipped with the LATCH 
system. LATCH is designed to simplify seat installation; however, 
to best protect children, safety experts recommend inspections by 
certified technicians. To locate inspection sites nationwide, visit  
www.nhtsa.gov/cps/cpsfitting/index.cfm.

♦

lower anchor attachment

Read your vehicle manufacturer’s instructions 
for proper use of anchor attachments and 
placement of child safety seats.

Upper tether attachment

Most rear-facing seats do not allow for the use of the 
upper tether. Read your child safety seat instructions for 
proper use. For forward-facing seats, you must use both 
the lower attachments and the top tether strap.

♦ ♦



20 comPatiBility issUes

extended 
WeBBing

no middle seat

Some vehicle back seats have a hump in the 
center making it impossible to install a child 
safety seat correctly.

contoured seats

Seat is too upright. 
Contours in a vehicle 
seat can make it dif-
ficult to install a child 
safety seat in the 
correct position.

seat Buckles

Buckles on ex-
tended webbing can 
make it difficult to 
install a child safety 
seat in the correct 
position.

♦

♦

♦

Pickup truck Jump seats

Child safety seats will not 
fit safely in side-facing 
pickup truck jump seats. 
Side-facing jump seats are 
unsafe for a child safety 
seat under all circum-
stances.

♦

JUmP seat

fRont of  
vehicle



21things to RememBeR

seat Belt 
BUcKle

locKing 
cliP

seat Belt 
latch 
Plate

lock it Up

Some vehicle seat belt systems require additional hardware 
such as a locking clip to lock the child restraint. Newer 
seat belt systems have a built-in locking mechanism. Refer 
to the vehicle manufacturer’s instructions to determine 
whether to use a locking clip to secure the child safety seat.

leaRn hoW to Use vehicle seat Belts 
With child safety seats. Read the  
child safety seat instRUctions and the  
vehicle manUfactUReR’s instRUctions.

✔

special needs

Premature infants and children with respi-
ratory difficulties, orthopedic challenges, 
neurological and behavioral problems may 
require special child restraints. For more 
information, visit the American Academy  
of Pediatrics (AAP) at www.aap.org.

✔

Use yoUR hand to PRess the child safety 
seat tightly into the vehicle cUshion. 
if yoU cannot get a tight fit, PUt yoUR 
Weight into the child safety seat, com-
PRess the vehicle seat and tighten the 
seat Belt as mUch as PossiBle. the seat 
shoUld not move moRe than 1 inch fRom 
side to side and fRont to BacK.
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